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Dance

Reflections on Hong Kong Dance in 2015

Joanna Lee

Five years ago, the Hong Kong Dance Yearbook
initiated a year-round data collection on top of its
pre-publication call for submissions. Since then there
has been an impressive expansion in the quantity and
scope of information that covers Hong Kong dance.
In 2015, this endeavour was continued. The basic
unit of data collection is organised around dance-
related activities which may include performances,

workshops, contests and discussions.

Adopting an inclusive approach to various formats
enables the Hong Kong Theatre Yearbook to present
Hong Kong dance from a broad perspective: broad
in terms of the forms of dance, the modes of dance
presentation and participation, and the obvious
or latent roles of dance in society. The data thus
compiled calls for reflection and deliberation on

certain areas, elucidated in the following reflections.

Insights from the number of dance

productions

In 2015, 264 dance productions', presented in
546 performances, were documented. Of these
productions, 81 (30.6%) were presented by the
Leisure and Cultural Services Department (LCSD),
including 15 by the Cultural Presentation Section,
three by the Festival Office, four by the Audience
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Building Office, and 59 by the Entertainment Office
of LCSD.While it is the Cultural Presentation Section
which presents the majority of theatre productions,
it is the Entertainment Office which enables the
public to attend the most dance performances in
various formats as it presents three times as many
programmes as the Cultural Presentation Section.
If the Theatre Yearbook restricts data collection to
theatre productions, one should be well aware of the
fact that these productions rarely reach a majority of
the population.The lion’s share of the local population
are non-theatre-goers. They often do not read
about theatre productions in mainstream media (|
will discuss this further in the “Press coverage and
reviews' section of this article.) As dance is off the
radar for most citizens, it is difficult to garner more
attention or resources for dance in our society. One
the one hand, the presentation of “dance” by four
different sections/offices of LCSD exemplifies the
multifaceted roles of dance in society; on the other
hand, it suggests an administrative delineation of
dance/life relationships. It is possible to contain such
relationships within operational considerations? If
LCSD could embrace a broader vision by opening up
its self-imposed criteria of so-called “professional” and
“community” dance productions, it would facilitate the
exchange of experience and dialogue necessary for
a diverse and inclusive development of Hong Kong

dance.




Chinese dance and modern dance take up larger
shares among the production year-total. A total of
64 Chinese dance productions were presented
throughout the year, the majority of them presented
by two organisers: 22 by the Hong Kong Dance
Company and its Outreach and Education
Department; 35 by the Entertainment Office of
LCSD. While Chinese dance continues to be widely
practised, La P enV and Alan & Becky Dance Group
are the only dance troupes actively creating new,

evening-length works.

There were 66 modern dance productions in 2015.
Major presenters were: the Cultural Presentation
Section of LCSD (presenting ten productions), City
Contemporary Dance Company (CCDC) and
CCDC Dance Centre (presenting ten productions),
four small dance companies (Unlock Dancing Plaza,
Y-Space, E-Side Dance Company, DanceArt), and
The Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts
(HKAPA). This presenter line-up and their respective
count of annual productions have been more or less
repeated on an annual basis. A factor contributing

to this recurring pattern is the difficulty of sustaining

one's creative drive. Year after year there have been
mostly HKAPA graduates presenting their debut
as group works, but many stopped after one or
two productions. This situation can be seen among
independent choreographers as well. As a result, the
stages of Hong Kong's theatres have been peopled
by the same dance companies and choreographers

over many years.

Aggravating the situation is the “fair principle” upheld
by public funders. When it comes to grant approval,
independent choreographers who have presented
full-length works may be in a less advantageous
position than newcomers for the sheer consideration
that public money should be *“fairly” distributed.
Newcomers in 2015 included Not Yet/To Forget by
Chan Chun-wai and Sudhee Liao Yue-min, supported
by the Hong Kong Arts Development Council, and
Count,You (shu ni) by DepARTure.What is noteworthy
is that both productions position themselves as dance
theatres. Also noteworthy are two other productions,
equally symbolic but in different ways. Urban Bottling
— In the Search of Space N a Cramped City co-
presented by Passover Dance and The Office of Arts
Administrator at The Chinese University of Hong

I. Include productions of all dance forms discussed in this article and beyond.
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Kong, is an ambitious production featuring artists
who work in dance, architecture and visual arts. Also
on the list is Diary VI, Applause... by Mui Cheuk-yin,
a 2015 "Hong Kong Repertory Theatre Black Box
EMW" programme. The programme might only have

come to fruition because of Mui's status as an artist.

Of the 2015 productions, 34 (13%) were less
mainstream  programmes that exemplified the
diversity of dance. They were performances of
Western folk dance, pole dance, belly dance and
flamenco dance, among others. Of the productions
in this group,
Entertainment Office.

I8 were presentations by the

Anything goes under the roof of the
theatre?

[t seems to me that a general belief, somewhat
unchallenged, prevails in Hong Kong: that the format
and the venue of dance presentation determine
its artistry before it actually happens. We call a
performance, a priori,"artistic”’, based on conventional
attributes of its venue and format. Anything taking
place in formal theatres with a duration of an
hour or more are usually regarded as “artistic”,
while performances in alternative venues or dance
presented in formats other than performance are

regarded as vernacular and lacking in artistry.
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One should bear in mind that the aesthetics of
the arts and how it is presented go hand in hand.
Certain dance forms, for example classical ballet,
value “control”, qualified standards and precision; also
valued is authorial omniscience. Such aesthetic criteria
require meticulously planned stage performances,
designed by one or a few authors (choreographers).
Equating the theatre to artistry can possibly be
ascribed to the thinking that only the intelligent
and the educated could appreciate the theatre, a
thinking loaded with hierarchical prejudice. In the
context of the overall literacy rate and economic
structure of the 2lst century, there is a plethora
of ways for contemporary art to communicate its
aesthetics. Author and authorship should be reflected
upon and thereafter repositioned. Is it still true that
dance is artistic only when it comes in the form of
theatre performance? This is a difficutt question, but
beyond doubt one that necessitates deliberation.
Not everyone supports the notion of “anything
goes” when it comes to what makes an artwork
“art”. By the same token it is hasty to regard anything
under the roof of the theatre as art The artistry
of contemporary performance is a function of the
sedulous choice of the venue, performer-spectator
relationship, participant experience, and many other
factors. Is it thus even possible to imagine one single

approach to “artistry” and “presentation?




In 2015, there were 26 street dance contests, 20
workshops, and 24 productions, |3 of which were
presented by the Entertainment Office. According to
the records available on URBTIX, there were at least
24 open ballroom and Latin dance contests. Arguably,
Hip-hop, ballroom and Latin dance do not always
present themselves as theatre performance. Is that
why they have mostly been left out of the discourse
on dance in Hong Kong? If the art of dance requires
original language, how often do we see a new dance
language in a theatre performance, or how often do
we see a re-organisation of the existing language?
If the art of dance requires physical skills, the best
claim we could possibly make when comparing a
ballet dancer with a Latin dancer in terms of physical
skills is whether they meet the respective aesthetic
requirements, but we cannot compare one dancer
against the other If the art of dance requires well
thought-out concepts, there is no reason for us to
put form before concept. In some art forms, the form
serves the concept; in others, the form is the concept.
When the concept serves the form, the debate

usually considers whether it is art or not.
Press coverage and reviews
Throughout the last decade, many in the cultural

sector have repeatedly expressed their concern

about the diminishing quantity and quality of art news

coverage and reviews in the local press. Dance is
no exception. | see this as a problem rooted in the
backwardness of Hong Kong's art education.As there
is no demand for art news from the readers, there
is no reason for the profit-driven local press to be
interested in covering and reviewing the arts.In 2015,
there were |30 pieces of coverage or reviews about
265 dance productions. How should this figure be

interpreted?

Among the 130 pieces of coverage or review, 74
were published in print dailies. The proportion of
coverage to review is around |.5:1. Out of the 74
total, 16 each went to the Hong Kong Ballet and the
Hong Kong Dance Company; |3 went to CCDC.
E-Side, Unlock Dancing Plaza, and The World According
to Dance by Zuni Icosahedron, each attracting three
pieces. Then there were coverage or reviews of the
programmes of the Hong Kong Arts Festival, Cloud
Gate Dance Theatre, and the West Kowloon Cultural
District, taking up about 80% of all coverage of dance
in 2015.

Has there been a disposition towards large
organisations? If so, is it in regards to their relative
scale? Is it because they are better-known to readers?
Is it the result of more effective press releases, or a
larger advertising budget? There is no single answer,

but | do know that media relationships are better
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nurtured when more manpower and resources
are available. Notwithstanding editorial integrity,
advertorials are acceptable to editors. Judging from
the data, one may conclude that it is difficult for small
companies and individual choreographers to make
themselves known to the public through the local

press.

Fortunately, there is a handful of publications and
online media platforms that complement the diversity
of coverage to some extent. In 2015, 56 interviews
and reviews were published in dance journal/hk, Delta
Zhi, art plus, Stand News, arts-news, and on the website
of International Association of Theatre Critics (Hong
Kong). Productions of all scales and dance forms
were reported and reviewed in these venues. In the
meantime, ten productions were featured on RTHK’s
weekly radio programme Yanyi Fengliu, but in 2015
the duration of the programme was reduced by half
to 30 minutes, which greatly affected the depth of

discussion.

Reviews of Hong Kong dance are generally geared
towards descriptive summaries of the performance
and personal (dis)inclination. Rarely do we see
thematic analyses referencing social context, dance
ecology or aesthetic philosophy. | again ascribe
this circumstance to the backwardness of our

art education. Coverage and reviews may push
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boundaries or reinforce canonised value judgements.
While we are concerned about the quantity of
press coverage, we should also bear in mind that
truly cultivated critics are not patronisers. Education
and integrity make the critics the artists’ partners in

building a balanced and refined dance culture.

Conclusion

In 2015, the Hong Kong Theatre Yearbook strives to
convey, through facts and data, a broader picture of
Hong Kong's dance scene. “Broader” goes beyond
dance’s various forms. It also acknowledges the
various roles dance plays in society. While we regard
quality dance practice as art and accept artworks as
the materialisation of the mind, we do not suggest art
to be the only means for dance to be connected with
society. What is dance to Hong Kong, a capitalist city?
Is dance the self-realisation of independent thinking?
Is dance a cultural activity that speaks of and to the
value of its citizens? Is dance a means to reinforce the
societal delineation, a synonym for civilisation? What
do we really mean when we say “Hong Kong dance’?
Shouldn’t we look into how the current formal and
functional categorisation of dance has been influenced
by our grant system and institutional curriculum? How
do the tumultuous labels such as“professional dance”,
“amateurish dance”, “sports dance” and the like help

us understand the relationship between dance and




life? The arts have never been a clarion call for the
typical Hongkonger. Marginalised as they have been,
the arts are generally misunderstood; they have been
made to collide with the commercialised creative
industries as a result of misguided government
policies. Insecure art practitioners hold tight to their
tiny bit of territory, apprehensive of losing their
meager turf if they revisit and reconsider how those
borders were once marked. On the international
scale, contemporary artists are making every effort to
change the canonised mindset, so that the arts might
be able to responsibly respond to society before it is
forsaken due to its outdated aesthetics.VWhen we say
“Hong Kong dance”, what is it we want to hear from

the society?

Joanna Lee
Joanna Lee is an editor, writer and arts administrator.
Her arts and cultural critiques can be found in

publications in Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan.
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